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EDITORIAL
In these days when the wind howls
Too Good to be
out of the north and the snow drives in
under the doors and windows, when the
glib promises of the weather-strip man are discounted by experi
ence, when the rivers are full of ice, above all when the clients
sing their midwinter chorus of “Pronto, pronto” and everything
except work is shoved into the corner, the accountant sometimes
lingers for a moment over some perplexing problem—and dreams.
He dreams of a fair, wide sweep of rolling land, all green in its
spring garments; his hands clutch in fancy the familiar leather of
the best old driver in the world and he sees the little white ball
riding straight and true out into the short air line between tee and
hole. Even the worst dub at the game can dream of a perfect
swing, the music of impact and the faultless leap and flight of the
ball. Perhaps the player who never did and never will finish in
less than a hundred is a better dreamer than is he whose total is in
the early seventies. The air is soft and caressing in the valley,
but as our dreamer climbs the hill a fine bracing breeze meets him
face to face. The winter is past. Work is merely a ghost of
memory. The world looks very good to the golfer. And then he
rubs his hand across his eyes, looks out the window to snow and
slush and black smoke; on his desk lies a file of papers turning their
stupid faces up to him, and the imp Reality cries in his ears “ Feb
ruary, February.” Then the poor wretch opens the upper left
hand drawer of the desk and looks with a desperate affection at
a dirty and battered ball which he keeps there just to have a
tangible reminder that there are other days coming. Perhaps he
takes up the card upon which is the record of that score which
made all the other fellows jealous and utterly amazed the author
himself. That was a great day and he was in fine form. If he
had only been putting as well as he played the other shots there
115

_

_

The Journal of Accountancy
would have been a record hung up at the club. When next spring
comes he must get out bright and early as soon as the ground
is clear of snow and the fairways are passable without boats.
No one knows how he may cut this record down if he begins a bit
ahead of the crowd. It may be he will touch seventy this year—
or eighty or ninety as his ambitions incline. And meanwhile
there lies the pile of silly papers on his desk.

It is one of the healthiest omens for
accountancy that the accountant is
learning to play, whether the game be
golf or tennis or travel or meditation—for all these things may be
called games if they are avocations. The accountant of the early
days was often an austere person without a smile in his make-up.
He thought seriously about himself and was sometimes oppressed
by the sense of his responsibility for seeing that the world went
not to the dogs. He thought of play as a peculiarly sinful thing
and scowled at all merrymakers. As a rule this primitive
accountant was a creature of figures and computations only. It
had not yet occurred to him that debits and credits are merely a
part, often an insignificant part, of the great field into which he
was trying to enter. He was commonly a little fellow mentally,
because the vision had not come to him, but he was nevertheless
the progenitor of the profession of these later years. The days of
his pilgrimage ended some time ago, and we should not know
much about him were it not that once in a while, in some out-ofthe-way nook, appears a sporadic case of atavism and we find a
solemn, sententious, oldish chap who would not laugh for a
kingdom nor play for the wealth of the Indies. Such a person
seems to have no joy at all and he is never much help to his
profession, but probably he does take a kind of gloomy delight in
doing and being what no sensible son of humanity wants to do
or to be. It is a terrible thing to take oneself too seriously, and
in the past there were far too much shadow and too little sunlight.
Something in the work of accounting seemed for a long time to
conduce to an awful solemnity, and the prevalent conception of an
accountant was of a man to whom everything appeared in terms of
cold, stark fact, unlighted by any ray of happy and benevolent
imagination. The passing of those graveyard days is unmourned.
A sense of humor is coming into the life of the new accountant, and
the sound of laughter is not a rarity. Possibly the change is due
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to the development of the open mind in all men. Perhaps the
foolishness of a funereal face is recognized. It may be any one of
a dozen things or all of them together. But the great fact, what
ever its cause, remains that the accountant has learned to play
and is a better man for it. Everyone will admit that of the many
mundane ministers of health and joy there is no one to which a
greater gratitude is due than to golf—about which our harassed
man of February has been dreaming.

Speaking at a regional meeting of the
American Institute of Accountants not
long ago the chairman of the committee
on professional ethics said that accountants are professional men
whether they like it or not, or rather that they are members of a
profession, willy nilly, which is not exactly the same thing, al
though people often think it so. It is possible for a member of a
profession to be quite unprofessional in thought, word and deed—
and that is the cause of half the trouble in all professions new and
old. Inherent in the work of an accountant are certain obliga
tions which every practitioner must confess if he is to avoid grave
injury to his calling, and it was with this thought in mind no
doubt that the remarks which we have quoted were made. There
is a mine of significance in this thought of the inescapability of
the professional requirement. It means, of course, that the man
or woman who is unwilling or even reluctant to play the game
according to the rules should get out and find some other occupa
tion. If he or she wills to remain in the work there is only one
thing to do and that is to assume the onus of professional duty
and to carry it with a good grace. There is a sentiment
among a few followers of accountancy that all the fine talk about
professional ethics is so much idle vaporing, of no use except to
impress unthinking clients—or should we say customers?—with
a sense of the prodigious importance of what is really a simple
matter of business, of the relations existing between all employers
and all employees. They say, these unprofessionally minded,
that the man who buys accounting services is not seeking advice
or the expression of mental gifts, but only a mechanical process
of addition, subtraction, multiplication and division, much the
same as the service demanded of the adding machine or the
computator. In all probability the proponents of this theory
are within their rights when they place themselves among the
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mechanical appliances for modern office use—perhaps they are
not only within their rights but right as well; but where the
quarrel arises is in the attempt to classify themselves as ac
countants, as that word is used to denote public practitioners of
accountancy. If they would call themselves something else
there would be no difficulty in the way of unanimous agreement.
For instance, if they would be checkers, adders (not serpentine),
or even expert calculators, no one would stand up in meeting to
denounce them. Such men are needed for mechanical skill, but
to describe them as unprofessional public accountants—their
own phrase—is a contradiction in terms. If they are accountants
they are members of a profession with what that implies as an
obligation. If they are not professional in desire they are not
accountants. There seems no other conclusion.

It would be a comparatively light task
Recognized
to collect a mass of text and testimony
on the difference between profession
and trade. Scores of writers and speakers have explained the
matter so clearly that there is no longer any excuse for not know
ing where the line is drawn between the professional and the
commercial relationship. Everybody knows that the law,
medicine, architecture, the church are professions and that the
buying and selling of merchandise, the barter or trade of tangible
things, the production and marketing of commodities are purely
commercial. It is unnecessary for anyone to demonstrate such
admitted truths. Where the debate develops is in the considera
tion of the status of such activities and services as those of the
engineer and the accountant. The well informed know that
these are truly professional by all the tests which classify the
older professions, but they are new members of the family: some
times they have been brought in by marriage, sometimes they
have returned after wasting their substance in a far country, and
the elder brother is not always eager to welcome them. That is
natural enough, and his feeling of superiority will pass. The
attitude of the new members themselves is the true crux. There
are certain standards of conduct which must be observed in the
best society and all the asseverations of recalcitrant newcomers
will not affect the question. If they are in a family of profes
sional men they must act according to the family code. It is
astonishing that this perfectly plain and reasonable requirement
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should be the object of attack. One would think that any decentminded citizen, if called, or projecting himself, into polite society,
would be glad to conform rather than to set about attempting to
prove that the society was not polite at all. There are ancient
and convincing proverbs to show the undesirability of the bird
that would foul its own nest. The desire of the man who is doing
work which should be professional in character might be expected
to be that the work should be so regarded by all observers. Most
of us like to have our labors rated at least as high as they deserve
and some have no antipathy to an over-estimation of merit.
The only possible solution of the riddle seems to be that men in
a profession who deplore professional classification must be
animated by a desire to act in a way which would offend the rest
of the family.
Over against the expressed wish of a
Protesting Too
few practitioners to deny the pro
Much
fessional status of accountancy stands
the almost equally deplorable tendency of some men to affirm that
accountancy really ought to be regarded as a professional matter.
These say, with a kind of challenging manner, that they are
professional men and in effect they defy anyone to gainsay them.
In season and out of season they are engaged in a campaign of
protestation and they seem to believe that by their much speak
ing they do the cause of righteousness service. They will sit in
a meeting and gloat ecstatically when some little fellow of another
vocation tells them that they have been pretty well behaved for
boys who had no better upbringing and that he, the speaker, is
inclined, yes, sir, actually inclined to give them his recognition as
members of what may be some day, if not already, a profession.
It is sweet music to them and they will applaud to the echo such
supercilious patronizing as would make a respectable man long to
shoot somebody. Go to meetings of accountants throughout the
country and see if at half of them there be not some speaker on
so startlingly novel a subject as “The lawyer and the account
ant” or “The banker and the accountant” who somewhere in
the course of his remarks will say a word or two indicative of his
hope that the accountant may become a professional man.
When that happens it should be the signal for some one to suggest
a recess, but in many cases the auditors drink it all in with avidity
and without nausea. This shows, it must be, that the accountant
is not always so sure of his standing that he can bring himself to
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do what he would do were he sure. The supine willingness to
lick up the crumbs of comfort that are dropped from the speakers’
table is a pitiful thing, but it is all in consonance with the overoft repetition of the claim that an accountant is a professional
practitioner. Why, of course he is a professional man and it is as
superfluous to keep on repeating the formula as it is to stop a
black cat on the highway and say to him, “Sir, you are black.
Your coat is of fur, and you are, in fact, a cat.” It has never
occurred to the beast that he was anything else and there is no
visible reason why it should. To paraphrase the words of the
chairman of the committee on ethics one might say that a cat is
a cat whether he likes it or not. Protestation of the obvious is
not only unnecessary; it may be carried so far that it will create a
doubt in the mind of the hearer as to the truth of what he was
originally perfectly ready to acknowledge without thought of
contradiction. If a new employee comes to the desk of his
superior and says, “You will find me the most loyal member of
your staff,” the wise man immediately makes mental note that
the newcomer is one to be watched with peculiar attention.
Loyalty is assumed without public confession.

So a professional man who ceases not to
cry aloud that he is what he is will
certainly give rise to a question in the
minds of his audience. If he goes good-humoredly about his
daily round doing the work in a way that will leave no doubt that
he believes himself to be a member of a learned profession and
if he will let the world learn by experiment rather than by noise,
there will be no reason to assert himself. The calm dignity of a
professional vocation should not be disturbed by the boys in the
lowest form shouting their supremacy. This is getting away
somewhat from the thought expressed by the chairman of the
committee, but it is all of a piece. There is no controverting
the rule that accountants are and must be governed by the
laws of the profession they follow. The trouble is that some
of them do nothing but follow—they never seem to catch
up. For such men the chairman’s remarks are salutary. But
there is always another side to every picture. It may be ad
mitted at once that there are in professional accountancy some
of the like-nots as well as the likes, and that sometimes their
offensiveness exaggerates their numbers and importance; but on
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the other side we find that the body professional is sound generally.
Engineers and accountants are rather alike in their status, and
both professions are doing a splendid work in the world. There
is no need to worry about the permanence or stability of either
calling. There is a little need, but not much, to inculcate in the
minds of some of the feebler brethren the obligations which they
have assumed as they have advanced. There is, too, this solace,
that if the like-nots are confirmed in their contumacy it will not
be necessary to take violent measures with them. No man who
refuses to abide by the rules of any game will be able to continue
long in play. If the players themselves do not take action the
spectators will run in from the side lines and throw him out.
There is no enduring means of combatting the rules in any field of action. It
is not only in accountancy that the code
must be obeyed. As an example, take the much-discussed ques
tion of educational salesmanship. The term itself is an anomaly.
In order to keep the subject within the range of accounting in
terest, let us refer solely to the schools which offer instruction in
accounting and allied subjects, especially those whose vehicle is
the mails. Correspondence courses, as they are called, labor
under a disadvantage in that they must be brought to the atten
tion of the potential student by methods of appeal which are not
required in the case of established and well-known schools or
colleges where instruction is from mouth to ear. The corre
spondence course relies for its financial success upon attracting
the notice of men and women who can be reached only by adver
tisement in the public prints, by circular letter or by personal
solicitation. Now the thing sold or whose sale is sought is that
most elusive and imponderable entity, education. This is one
of the professional activities of which we have been writing.
Surely if there be any department of human endeavor which has
all the professional attributes it is the imparting of knowledge.
The first purpose of education is supposed to be philanthropic,
the second, the gratification of the teacher’s desire to teach, and
somewhere in the tenths or twentieths should come the produc
tion of profits. The truly great institutions of learning are
entirely unconcerned with the pecuniary question. It is so far
from the prime purpose that they have forgotten its existence.
(We are ignoring the common and laudable willingness to accept
121

Ethics of Education

The Journal of Accountancy

endowments.) However, it is not to be expected that the pure
love of humanity will provide always for the education of all the
people. Some schools must be profitable to their proprietors if
they are to continue, and this is especially so in the case of corre
spondence schools. There are some excellent courses in account
ing conducted by mail and a great many men and women must
ascribe their progress in life to the instruction received through
these courses. There are on the other hand some schools of
which perhaps the less said the better. They seem to be guided
exclusively by a desire to delude the public and thus to
bring in unearned profits. They promise what their owners
know full well they can not perform, but this does not deter
them at all from accepting and invariably retaining the money
of deceived subscribers. The profits are said to be enor
mous. Quite probably this is so. Sellers of bogus stocks and
bonds are said to reap richly—while they escape jailing. Now
the point which we are trying to reach is this: Educational work
is a profession of the highest quality and those who practise it
are members of a profession whether they like it or not. Con
sequently it behooves all those who are engaged in educative
efforts to act like gentlemen and scholars, even if that involve a
radical change and a sad yearning for abandoned habits. If they
are to succeed in their announced purpose, the education of man
kind, they must abide by the rules. If they are to win financial
rewards of continuing amount they must obey the dictates of
professional sense, for if they do not the world about them will
find them out sooner or later and then all the structure of their
building will tumble about their ears.

It seems that perhaps the truth is dawning upon some of the hitherto benighted
souls who thought they could go on
forever fooling people and getting rich thereby. Is the field be
coming exhausted or is the public growing wiser? We do not
know; but it appears that some of the wildest and vilest methods
formerly employed by disreputable schools are falling into dis
favor. The tone of some advertising is quieter. The promises
are qualified—so subtly perhaps that the qualification is scarcely
understood, but there is not quite so much bald statement that
all who subscribe to the course advertised will enter into the prom
ised land. Fabulous increases in salaries after completion of
122
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these courses are mentioned still, but it is not impossible to dis
cover that such increases may not be inevitable. It begins to
appear that the Creator may have something to do with the
creature’s path in life and that without a little native ability—only
a trace perhaps—the student will not instantly leave his counter
at the Pile o’ Bones general store to take up the presidency of the
foremost industrial corporation in the world. The reader of
specious advertisements of the recent past might be pardoned if
he wondered how so many people could be pitchforked into promi
nent positions—there would be no one left to do the chores. Like
the army of a friendly power, the business world would be a body
of officers without common soldiers. As we have said there is
now some evidence of an intention to reform, at least so far as the
public advertisements are concerned. But there does not seem
to be any leaven of repentance at work among the salesmen who
go about peddling courses, if we may believe the reports which
come to us. Indeed how could it be expected that a salesman
dependent upon commissions for a livelihood and taken usually
from the commercial sphere would always abide by the rules?
In the first place it is not clear to some of us how selling courses
by solicitation can be anything but offensive. The argument
that the people must be encouraged to seek instruction is worn out,
trite. It misleads no one. There may be need and justification
for advertisement of a simple, straightforward kind, and it is
probably true that many a man owes his start on the road to the
reading of an advertisement. That applies, however, only in
the case of the school whose courses have real merit and lasting
value. Where the course advertised is a miserable travesty on
knowledge, the iniquity of its advertisement increases with its
magnitude and diversity. The more widely bruited are lies the
worse for mankind in general.

The employment of solicitors to sell
accounting or any other kind of in
struction has no excuse whatever—
that is, the real reason for adopting the plan is one which even the
most hardened sinner would disclaim. If the course offered is
good in every particular there is still no wisdom in solicitation. It
is a dangerous expedient charged with all manner of high ex
plosive potency. Take a man into the business office of a school,
train him ever so carefully, inculcate the finest principles of
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honesty and all the other virtues and then turn him out as a
full-fledged salesman—what will be the result? Of course, it is
conceivable that such a man might—he might—say and do
nothing which could offend or deceive anyone at all. For
purposes of argument we are willing to admit that there may have
been such a Roland among salesmen or even that he may be still
alive today. Granted so much, it does not affect the facts at all.
The truth is that the great majority of salesmen can not be
expected to be superhuman. They go out to sell a course of
instruction and they know that if they are paid a salary—this,
however, is a most unusual arrangement—they can not expect the
salary to continue in the absence of sales. If their compensation
is in the form of commissions on subscriptions received they
can not live without sales. So the logical outcome of the matter
is a salesman trying to sell, honestly at first perhaps but to sell by
some means at the last. No employer can be on hand to check
superlative assertions and promises of his salesmen. He must
entrust his good name—well, his name then, let us say—to a
servant whose first interest is to make a living. What may be
said when the prospective subscriber is hesitant, the Lord only
knows. A salesman who can not promise whatever the student
may demand of a correspondence course is not commonly met
withal. The reports of “sales talk” by some representatives of
correspondence schools make Sir John Mandeville and Louis de
Rougemont shine as paragons of veracity in comparison. They
promise everything short of the Kingdom of Heaven and doubt
less would hold out- hopes of that if the victim insisted. No, the
thing is wrong in principle and practice. Salesmanship and pro
fessional affairs can not live in the same house together. What we
have written must not be considered as any attempt to de
preciate the worth and power for good of the proper kind of
correspondence school properly conducted and advertised. We
are attacking here disreputable schools and the mendacious
methods which they adopt to gull the public and also incidentally
we are trying to show that bad methods, even by a good school,
are not to be condoned in any case.
Various organizations of advertisers
and of advertising agents are doing
fine and effective work to bring in the
It can be admitted without reservation that the
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biggest advertisers are exceedingly careful to say nothing which
can lead the incautious reader to look for more than the reality.
The time when a campaign of false advertising would be tolerated
is gone beyond recall. Some few less-advanced advertisers still
cling to the idea that a little stretching of the truth is advan
tageous, but these are almost exclusively small men and their
number is decreasing year by year. The political virtue of honesty
may be one of the reasons for the reformation which is taking
place, but it is pleasant to believe that there is a yet better cause.
Business is coming to an ethical plane largely because men are
learning to know each other and the glory of the golden rule is
shining more and more into the hearts of most of us. The ordi
nary member of the community, without sacrificing anything of
his individuality, is thinking in terms of the common good, and
what is being done to reform advertisement and other kinds of
propaganda is merely a demonstration of the general trend of
human thought. One of the sorts of advertising in which there is
room for much improvement is that put out by the less scrupulous
correspondence schools. Their term will come, however; per
haps it is coming now. The evidences of a gradual approach to at
least a distant view of truth, to which we have referred in a preced
ing paragraph, may be due to the demands of the decent adver
tising brotherhood. Whatever the cause, the fact is gratifying, and
it gives reason to hope that some of us may live long enough to
see the day when the noble cause of education will be rid of the
charlatan and the money grabber. When that time comes per
haps it will be gladdened also by the abolition of the wandering
emissary of unhallowed reputation who today is making the very
name of education a byword and a synonym for sharp practice.
His passing may not be voluntary; it may be accompanied with
infinite groaning of himself and his employer; but what matter,
so he pass?
The regulation of accountancy by law is
a subject which has received some
attentive, at times almost painful,
scrutiny in recent years. Indeed, so thorough has been the
elaboration of this theme, one might be pardoned a confidence
that the field is pretty well covered and that what an accountant
legally can or can not do is no longer a topic for extensive re
search. In the light of what has been accomplished, it is un
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deniably surprising to learn of actual conditions under which ac
countants may carry on practice in a state where they are quite
unembarrassed by liability to legal action; where, in a word, they
can not be sued. Such a situation has been found to exist in
Oregon and probably is present in other places as well.
A client of a partnership of accountants maintaining an office in
Oregon under the direction of a resident manager desired to in
stitute legal proceedings against the firm, but found, to his as
tonishment and annoyance, that there was no one in the state at
whom he could launch his attack. The resident manager of the
accountants’ office was not a partner of the firm, and under
Oregon law could not be required to accept legal service in its
behalf. No partner was a resident of the state and all refused to
accept service there. The client, therefore, could not satisfy his
desire for litigation without incurring the difficulty and expense
of bringing action elsewhere than in the local courts of the state.
He submitted his grievance to the state board of accountancy and
petitioned for the revocation of the Oregon C. P. A. certificates of
the partners of the firm, on the grounds of unprofessional conduct
in avoiding legal responsibility. The board considered the ques
tion thoroughly, and found nothing in the Oregon statutes or in its
own rules to justify revoking the certificates under the conditions
alleged. Care was taken, however, to preclude a recurrence of
such an anomalous situation by provision in the board’s rules that
in the future certified public accountants of Oregon, practising in
Oregon, shall be amenable to process of law by the courts of that
state.
The necessity for a definite provision for every possible exigency
entailed in the practice of a profession is lamentable, but seem
ingly inevitable. Circumstances may, for all we know, have
justified the accountants in this case in refusing to waive their
apparent technical immunity and accept the client’s gage at the
place where it was thrown down. Obviously, however, even
potential recourse to such immunity is eminently undesirable
from many points of view and should be eliminated. The ex
perience of this client will be of value to the accountancy profes
sion if it results in the correction of similar regulatory omissions
elsewhere.
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